
HEGEL'S POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY
RECONSIDERED

THE IMPACT OF HEGEL AND FEUERBACH

Marx's programmatic letter to his father, 10 November 1837,
informs us that his first encounter, at the age of nineteen, with
Hegelian philosophy, occurred through his acquaintance with the
Doktorenklub at Berlin University. In this most revealing letter Marx
gives a comprehensive account of his studies at Berlin, trying to
justify to his father his switch from legal studies to philosophy.

It becomes clear from this letter that even at this early stage
Marx was drawn to Hegel's philosophy because he saw in it a
powerful instrument for changing reality. He might have used such
an argument in the attempt to anticipate his father's possible objec-
tion to the change of subject: the father, himself a lawyer, felt that
his son's step was impractical and immature. Marx writes that what
troubled him about German philosophy since Kant was 'the antago-
nism between the " is" and the "ought"'. But now, since he has
become acquainted with Hegel, the young student feels he has
found the idea within reality itself:' If the Gods have dwelt till now
above the earth', he tells his father, 'they have now become its
centre.'1

This first evidence of Marx's encounter with the Hegelian tradi-
tion seems to foreshadow the way in which Hegel was absorbed by
Marx from the outset. It was neither the institutional conclusions of
Hegel's doctrine that attracted him, nor the philosophical premises
per se. For Marx, Hegel's chief attraction lay in his philosophy's
apparent ability to become the key to the realization of idealism in
1 Marx-Engels Gesamtausgabe (MEGA; Berlin, 1929), I, 1/2, p. 218. It seems Marx had

Hegel's words on the Enlightenment in mind: * Immediatedness and actuality are
united. Both worlds are reconciled and heaven is transplanted to the earth below'
(Phenomenology, Baillie's edition, p. 598). This strong trend towards the actual pre-
sent is also apparent in one of Marx's aphorisms of the same year: 'Kant and Fichte
reach for ethereal heights, look there for a distant land, while I just try to comprehend
that which I found on the street' (MEGA, 1,1/2, p. 42).
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Impact of Hegel and Feuerbach
reality, thus eliminating the dichotomy Kant bequeathed to the
German philosophical tradition. Coupled with this Marx developed
an immanent critique of the Hegelian system. He felt that though
HegePs philosophy claimed to bridge the gap between the rational
and the actual, it did not stand up to the test, and that this dichoto-
my, though philosophically abolished, remains hidden in the inner
contradictions of Hegel's theory of social and political institutions.
Hence the sphere of social institutions served as Marx's crucial
point in his confrontation with Hegel's philosophy. Marx's cor-
respondence of this period clearly indicates that this point of view
characterized the gradual development of his appreciation of Hegel's
philosophy.

At the beginning of 1842, when Arnold Ruge asked Marx to
contribute an article to a literary miscellany which he was about to
publish, Marx promised to send a critique of Hegel, adding that he
would concentrate his attack on the Philosophy of Right\ because
'The main thing is to fight against the constitutional monarchy as
a hybrid creature, full of internal contradictions and bound to be
self-destroying'. In a later letter, Marx returned to the same theme,
only to excuse himself for not having written the article.1

Possibly Marx was prevented from writing the critique of Hegel
at that time by his entry into active editorial work on the staff of
the radical Rheinische Zeitung. But Marx's second letter to Ruge
hints at reasons that transcend the mere impact of current events: in
so far as a retrospective judgment can now be based on the critique
as it was ultimately written, Marx lacked in 1842 a methodological
device that would enable him to tackle the institutional implications
of Hegel's philosophy without simultaneously destroying the whole
edifice of the Hegelian system.

Marx seems to have his formula a year later: early in 1843, Ruge
sent him a copy of the second volume of the literary miscellany,
the Anekdota zur neuesten deutschen Philosophic und Publizistik. This
volume included a brief anonymous article, written by Marx. It
stcted categorically that there is no other way for the emancipation
1 Marx to Ruge, 5 and 20 March, 1842 (Marx/Engels Werke, Berlin, 1963, XXVII,

397, 401). For a useful contemporary account of the German idea of constitutional
monarchy, see J. C. v. Aretin, Staatsrecht der constitutione lien Monarchic, 2. Aufl.
(Leipzig, 1838).
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Hegel's political philosophy reconsidered
of philosophy but through the purgatory of a Feuer-bach.1 The
main piece in this volume was indeed Feuerbach's own 'Vorlaufige
Thesen zur Reformation der Philosophic'. Thanking Ruge for the
delivery of the volume, Marx commented on Feuerbach's 'Thesen':
'I approve of Feuerbach's aphorisms, except for one point: he
directs himself too much to nature and too little to politics. But it is
politics which happens to be the only link through which contem-
porary philosophy can become true.'2

Marx's interest in Feuerbach was of the same systematic nature
as his initial fascination with Hegel. Feuerbach's ideas promised to
'realize' philosophy. Marx felt that this realization, postulated by
Hegel, could now be brought about through an application of
Feuerbach's method to the problems raised by Hegel's political
philosophy.

The corollary to this is of both biographical and intellectual in-
terest. Marx departed from the Rheinische Zeitung six days after
he had written this letter to Ruge.3 Sixteen years later, in 1859, Marx
referred to this period of his life in his Preface to A Contribution to
the Critique of Political Economy, calling his retirement a withdrawal
'from the public stage into the study'.4 He withdrew indeed into a
study. During the spring and summer of 1843 he shut himself up iri
the small town of Kreuznach, immersing himself in intensive reading
and producing a long and detailed critique of Hegel's Philosophy of
Right. This study applies Feuerbach's general critique of Hegelian
philosophy to politics. Marx's distinctive application of Feuerbach's
transformative criticism here requires some remarks on Feuerbach's
'Vorlaufige Thesen zur Reformation der Philosophic'.5

Feuerbach saw in speculative philosophy from Spinoza to Hegel
an attempt to liberate man from the alienation immanent in religion.
This accords with his general view of religion as a projection of

7
2 Marx to Ruge, 13 March 1843 (Werke, xxvn, 417).
3 A note to this effect, signed by Marx and dated 17 March 1853, appeared in the

Rheinische Zeitung of the following day, 18 March.
4 Marx/Engels, Selected Works (Moscow, 1962), 1, 362.
6 For a more detailed study of this problem, cf. W. Schuffenhauer, Feuerbach und der

junge Marx (Berlin, 1965), especially pp. 36-51. Cf. also G. Lukdcs, 'Zur philo-
sophischen Entwicklung des jungen Marx', Deutsche Zeitschrift fur Philosophic, 11
(1954), no. 2, pp. 288 ff.
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human wants on the imagined figure of God; hence the attributes of
God, for Feuerbach, were those human attributes which seem to be
lacking in present man. God is alienated man.1

Feuerbach argued that speculative philosophy did not, after all,
transcend alienation. 'Just as theology splits up and alienates man in
order to identify him subsequently with that alienated being, so
Hegel duplicates and splits the simple essence of nature and man,
which is one identity, in order to reunite later forcibly what was
initially forcibly separated.'2 To Hegel, nature and man were two
distinct and separate entities. Feuerbach saw man as part of nature;
hence in his view the Hegelian mediated reconciliation of man and
nature was false. Similarly, Hegel's statement that absolute spirit
manifests itself in art, religion and philosophy, was made possible
by his prior separation of art from human feeling for art, of religion
from human mood and of philosophy from the process of human
thought. Hegel did concede that absolute spirit is ultimately actual-
ized in the human subject, but to do this he had to posit absolute
spirit as an essence different from the phenomenal subject. Feuer-
bach, on the other hand, began with the concrete individual as a
subject, and saw in the Hegelian notion of absolute spirit a distorted
self of subjective conscience parading about as its own spectre.
According to Feuerbach, Hegel's absolute spirit was ' man's essence
outside man, the essence of thinking outside the act of thinking'.

This separation of essence from existence seemed to Feuerbach
to be the mainstay of Hegel's inversion of the epistemological
process. Hegel, he asserted, supposed thought to be the subject,
and existence to be a mere predicate. Consequently, Hegel's subject
exists out of space and time, but Feuerbach most emphatically
stated that 'space and time are modes of existence... Timeless
feeling, timeless volition, timeless thought are no-thing, monsters
(Undinge)?* This statement of materialism accompanied a recog-
nition of Hegel's difficulties and of his achievements: Feuerbach
remarked that Hegel recognized that spirit thinking about itself had
to emerge from abstraction and become objectified. But when Hegel
1 L. Feuerbach, Das Wesen des Christentums, ed. H. Schmidt (Leipzig, 1909), pp. 7-20.
2 L. Feuerbach, 'Vorlaufige Thesen zur Reformation der Philosophic', Anekdota zur

neuesten deutschen Philosophic und Publizistik (Zurich and Winterthur, 1843), 11, 65.
3 Ibid. p. 71.
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HegeVs political philosophy reconsidered

postulated nature as this objectification of spirit, according to
Feuerbach, he reached the farthest point in abstraction: nature thus
did not appear as a subject in Hegel's system, but as a mere predicate
of thought. Hence the concrete in Hegel was always alienated, and
consequently Hegel's process of overcoming these dichotomies had
begun at the wrong end.1

Since Hegel's philosophical idealism seemed to Feuerbach to be
based on a misleading conception, he asserted that it could not disen-
tangle itself from its internal contradictions: it was bound to end
as a mystification. At this point Feuerbach set out to develop his own
materialistic philosophy as an inversion of Hegelianism. He trans-
formed the traditional subject of idealistic philosophy, thought, into
a predicate, and the traditional predicate, man, into a subject. This,
Feuerbach's transformative method, postulated a completely new
starting-point for philosophy, based on turning Hegelian philosophy
upside down: if one starts with man, with the concrete, man can be
liberated from the subservience imposed on him by Hegelian
philosophy. 'Only the perception of objects and experiences in their
objective actuality can free man from all prejudices. The transition
from the ideal to the real takes place only in the philosophy of praxis.2

This reform of philosophy was suggested by Feuerbach in his
'Thesen': he proposed a re-reading of traditional philosophy which
would substitute predicate for subject and vice versa, and advocated
the transformation of philosophy by this method which makes man
the starting-point of philosophic discussion. Thus man would be
liberated from the alienated power his own mental creations had
over him.

Marx effected this translation in the sphere of political philosophy,
writing his Critique of HegeVs Philosophy of Right in this Feuerbachian
language and basing it exclusively on the transformative method.
Marx's materialism dates from this immanent critique of Hegel.
1 Feuerbach, Anekdota, 11, 71. Marx follows the same line of argument in the last

chapter of the ' Economic-Philosophical Manuscripts'; cf. K. Marx, Early Writings,
ed. T. B. Bottomore (London, 1963), pp. 195-219.

2 Anekdota, 11, 71. Cf. W. R. Beyer, 'Hegels Begriff der Praxis', Zs. f. dt. Phil. 6. Jg.
(1958), no. 5; M. Riedel, Theorie und Praxis im Denken Hegels (Stuttgart, 1965).
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HegeVs political philosophy reconsidered

THE PREMISES OF HEGEL'S POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

Marx's Critique of HegeVs Philosophy of Right (referred to hereafter
as Critique) has been preserved in the form of thirty-nine sheets of
manuscript, setting out Marx's comments on Paragraphs 261-313
of Hegel's Philosophy of Right, Marx first copied from Hegel's book
the paragraph under discussion and then added his own comment.
There is no doubt that in its present form the manuscript was not
intended for publication: it resembles an advanced student's effort
to work through a difficult text. The manuscript was published for
the first time by Riazanov in 1927, and even now it remains little
known. It has hardly been translated, and is rarely discussed at
length in the various studies of the young Marx.1 This Critique can
demonstrate that the distinctive patterns in Marx's later thought
had already taken shape when he attacked Hegel in this work.

Marx's technique of discussion and writing suits his methodo-
logical approach: he accepts both Hegel's concepts and his system
as a whole, and then subjects both to Feuerbach's transformative
criticism. He thus vindicates a comment made by Engels at the
same period, that the Hegelian system, comprehensive and over-
powering as it was, could be overthrown only from the inside, by
thinkers who were themselves Hegelians.2 Marx accepts and uses
such concepts as 'civil society' (burgerliche Gesellschaft) or 'pro-
perty' as they appear in the Hegelian system, but he sets them in a
revolutionary relationship to the concept of the state. As a result
this concept undergoes a significant change of meaning. Critical
analysis of the Hegelian concepts of property, civil society, state,
etc., leads Marx to a fundamental critique of Hegel's philosophical
premises; but it is from Hegel's political philosophy that Marx works
toward the roots of the Hegelian system—and not the other way
round. Marx starts with the socio-political implications of Hegel's
philosophy and only then proceeds to a review of the Hegelian
system as a whole.
1 Cf. J. Hyppolite, 'La conception hegelienne de l'etat et sa critique par Karl Marx',

Cahiers internationaux de sociologies II (1947), 142 f.; J. Barion, Hegel und die marxist-
ische Staatslehre (Bonn, 1963).

2 F. Engels, *The Progress of Social Reform on the Continent: II. Germany and
Switzerland', MEGA, 1, 2, p. 446.
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HegeVs political philosophy reconsidered

This procedure, after all, accords with the programmatic hints in
Marx's letter to Ruge, mentioned earlier in this chapter. Marx attacks
the political philosophy of Hegel first, and he begins by subjecting
the main institutional consequences of Hegelian political philosophy
to Feuerbach's transformative method. Here, at one stroke, Marx
transcends the limitations of other Young Hegelians imprisoned by
the Hegelian system. Marx suggests that such a transformative
criticism of Hegel's political philosophy could easily reveal that for
Hegel the individual, the real subject, appeared a mere predicate of
an abstraction hypostatized into an independent, all-embracing
subject. Marx seeks to prove that Hegel's inverted point of departure
made it impossible for him to realize his theory in practice. By
ascribing existential significance to the organizing concepts of
human activity and experience, Hegel, according to Marx, com-
mitted himself to the view that the phenomenal world always appears
as a cloak for the idea behind it. Actuality {Wirklichkeit) always
appears different from its phenomenal manifestation. Marx sees in the
transformative method the cipher which would enable him to decode
the hidden truth in Hegel's thought.1

Marx begins by applying this method to three themes of Hegel's
political philosophy: monarchy, sovereignty and general con-
sciousness. He argues that Hegel invested empirical reality with a
philosophical halo; hence the Idea, which should have been a
criterion for judging reality, turns out to be a mere rationalization.
This hypostasis leads to a quietistic acceptance of the socio-political
situation as it is, and elevates a contemporary phase of history
arbitrarily into a philosophic criterion.

The treatment of the monarch is a case in point. In Paragraph 275
of his Philosophy of Right•, Hegel vindicated monarchy by saying
that it expresses in an ideal form the principle that subjectivity and
self-determination are the underlying sources of the objective norms
and institutions of the state. By saying Me Roi le veult', the monarch
expresses the individual self-determination which, according to
Hegel, characterizes political institutionalization in the modern
world. For Marx this is a rationalization which must be unmasked.
Only formally does the will of the monarch stand for the expression

1 Kritik des Hegelschen Staatsrecht, Werke, I, 240-1.
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Premises of HegeVs political philosophy
of individual self-determination; its real content is the solitary,
arbitrary will of one person, cut off from the universality of the
general social consciousness. It can hardly be a paradigm for rational
self-determination, since its exclusive and particular position makes
it wholly arbitrary, as Hegel himself had to admit. Only the universal
can be rational, and the monarch's will, by definition, negates
universality.

Marx saw, hidden behind Hegel's formula and the elevation of
the monarch's will into general consciousness, the given historical
situation which he felt should be viewed as it really was, not as an
incidence of a general pattern. One should really say: ' In the
historical context of the early 19th century, the will of the monarch
finally decides.' Instead of this analytical statement, Hegel hypo-
statized this into: 'The final decision of the will is the monarch.'1

The subject, Marx points out, has become a predicate, the predicate
a subject, and an historical fact has become a metaphysical premise
of universal validity. By ascribing to monarchy as a principle of
government the attributes of personified sovereignty, Hegel excluded
from sovereignty and political consciousness all other members of the
body politic. Sovereignty thus becomes a hollow crown of un-
specified arbitrariness, personified in the monarchical will. All
raison d'etat, all political consciousness, is made to depend on the
arbitrary will of one empirical individual person. Reason becomes
an abstraction of an arbitrary ' I will': Vet at c'est moi.

Marx contends that this reduction of the state to one person
could have been prevented had Hegel started from the real subject,
the underlying principle of the state, instead of starting from an
imaginary subject called 'sovereignty'. The Feuerbachian back-
ground of Marx's criticism comes through very clearly in the text:

If Hegel had started with the real subject as the basis of the state, he
would not have needed this mystic subjectification of the state.. .Hegel
makes the predicates, the objects, into independent beings, but he makes
them independent divorced from their real independence, their subject.
Later the real subject appears as a result of this, while one has to start
from the real subject and its objectification...

So sovereignty—the essence of the state—is being conceived here first
1 Ibid. pp. 200, 225-7.
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as an independent being, objectified (vergegenstdndlicht). It goes without
saying that this objective side then appears as self-embodiment of
sovereignty—while sovereignty is never more than the objectified spirit
of the state's subjects.1

The claims of the Hegelian state to direct itself towards the general
and the universal, and its pretension to become an object of general
consciousness, can, according to Marx, be realized only on a purely
formal level. Hegel should not be blamed tor adequately describing
the political arrangements prevalent in his contemporary world; he
erred, however, in seeing nineteenth-century political institutions
as the hidden meaning of the essence of the state sub specie aeternitatis.
This systematization was made possible only at the expense of a
mystification which presents empirical facts as the predicate of a
hidden subject lurking behind them.

Once Marx has reached this point in his philosophic argument, his
discussion of Hegel gains a new dimension: it ceases to be a purely
philosophical discussion and becomes social criticism. For if
Hegel's Philosophy of Right was the theoretical justification of the
modern state, then a critique of it is necessarily a critique of modern
political institutions. Henceforward Marx's arguments always run
on two parallel lines, and it is sometimes difficult to disentangle the
arguments against the contemporary state from the general argu-
ment against Hegel's justification of it.

The object of Marx's criticism is therefore the same as the one
implied in his letter to Ruge: Hegel's idea of the state merely re-
flected modern constitutional monarchy; as such, it failed to live
up to its own theoretical standards. It contained contradictions and
lacked any legitimacy except that of its own empirical existence
inflated into a universal criterion of validity.

Since Hegel's political philosophy set the seal of approval upon
a reality basically defective and distorted, Hegelian philosophy
cannot be reformed without reforming reality itself. Marx took
the same view three years later in the famous words of the
eleventh thesis on Feuerbach.2 The need to look into the con-
1 Werke, I, 224-5. Marx's skilful usage of the double meaning of 'subject' in this

context makes his remarks even more penetrating.
2 Selected Works, II, 405: 'The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various

ways; the point, however, is to change it.'
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Premises of HegeVs political philosophy
ditions of social life is a direct outcome of the inner contradictions
of Hegelian philosophy as they come to light through transforma-
tive criticism.1

STATE AND CIVIL SOCIETY

The main achievement of Hegel's political philosophy was its
attempt to construct the state as an entity abstracted from the social
and historical forces which create and condition it in empirical
reality. Hegel did this by depicting civil society as the clash of the
social forces, to be transcended by the universality of the state.
If this separation between civil society and the state could be shown
to be fallacious, i.e. if it could be analytically proved that the objec-
tive arrangements of the state are just so many particular interests
parading under the banner of the general and the universal, then
the whole imposing edifice of Hegelian political philosophy would
tumble down.

This is precisely what Marx sets out to do. He shows that Hegel's
discussion of the state ignores the social context of human re-
lationship at the same time as it rationalizes existing social organi-
zation. In Hegel's theory, the state is described as if it can be
discussed without a simultaneous reference to the individuals whose
roles it organizes. Consequently, the individual appears in Hegelian
philosophy only after the construction of the state has already been
accomplished and perfected, as if'state' and 'individual' could be
discussed separately. Marx points out that for this reason Hegel is
forced to mediate between the state and the individual in order to
close the gap between them; but this mediation, according to Marx,
is as erroneous and as superfluous as the original gap. Marx asserts
that the individual cannot be conceptually isolated from his social
context: by definition any meaningful sentence about an individual
must simultaneously refer to his environment, and an atomistic
model of an individual is philosophically unsound.2 Hegel, according
to Marx, sees in the individual only his physical traits, 'his beard
1 Moses Hess arrived at very similar results at about the same time, but without the

philosophical rigueur of Marx; cf. M. Hess, Philosophische und sozialistische Schriften,
ed. A. Cornu and W. Monke (Berlin, 1961), pp. 201-26.

2 Marx's criticism of the individualistic model of classical political economy is derived
from the same philosophical premises; cf. K.Marx, The Poverty of Philosophy
(Moscow, n.d.), pp. 33-46.
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and blood', and ignores the social connotations of the individual
per se. Hence the political state is just one of the modes of individual
human existence. Marx aims at Hegel the same sort of criticism that
Hegel previously directed against Natural Law.1

According to Marx, all the tensions revealed by Hegel's account
of the structure of political life arise from this separation of man
from his social essence: Marx holds that this theoretical premise
gives rise to a human being divided into a sphere of privacy, mainly
consisting of economic activity, and a sphere of universality where
man is supposed to overcome his egoism and strive for the common
good. In Marx's words, Hegel thus confronts civil society as a
sphere of'materialism' with the 'idealism' or 'spiritualism' of the
state. Man's alienation, according to Marx, is a consequence of the
bifurcation of life into those two spheres.2 The nineteenth-century
constitutional monarchy, as well as Hegel's theoretical apotheosis of
it, was an attempt to bridge the gap between the two spheres by
means of political representation, which sought to legitimize private
interests within the general political structure. But Marx argues that
representative assemblies of that limited nature (or Estates, Stdndey

as they were still called in Germany at that time) are self-contra-
dictory : the delegates of civil society assembled in a representative
estate enjoy their status only because they are members of a political
organization, not because they legitimize the particular interests of
civil society. It would seem that the Stdnde represent the popula-
tion, but as the delegates are not bound by an imperative mandate
and are not subordinate to their voters in any way whatsoever, they
are totally alienated from those whom they are supposed to represent.
The particular interests of the voters and the political status of the
Stdnde are different and distinct. Conversely, delegates are elected
in order to serve the general interest of society, but in practice they
tend to be unashamed spokesmen for their particular interests, and
the mediation between the particular and the general never really
takes place.3

1 Werke, I, 222. 2 Cf. On the Jewish Question, Early Writings, pp. 15-31.
3 Werke, 1, 267-8, 328; for Marx's later views on parliamentarism, which are strikingly

similar though couched in a different language, cf. The Civil War in France, Selected
Works, 1, 516-22. On the principle of representation in early nineteenth-century
German thought, cf. W. Conze, Staat und Gesellschaft im deutschen Vormdrz (Stutt-
gart, 1962), pp. 207-69.
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State and civil society

The conditions of material life thus stand in an ambivalent rela-
tionship to the political sphere. Hegel's theory shows them to be
completely outside the political structure; in practice, Marx points
out, they penetrate every corner and crevice of the political reajm.
Political institutions, despite their claim to universality and gen-
erality, only mask the particularistic, egoistic interests of civil
society. The very differences between the political institutions of
Prussia and those of the United States, despite the nearly identical
property laws in both societies, help Marx prove how many dis-
guises can be used to hide the economic realities of political power.1

If the political sphere, to which Hegel allotted the task of putting
the idea of the universal into practice, is nothing more than an empty
shell, a 'scholasticism of material life' in Marx's language, then the
differences between the various forms of government lose their
importance. The differences between a monarchy and a republic
may only obscure their common ground, viz. that both forms of
government have failed to overcome the alienation between the
general and the particular: 'Monarchy is the most perfect expres-
sion of this alienation, the republic is the negation of this alienation
within its own sphere.'2 Thus republicanism only accentuates the
gap between the various economic interests and the common weal.

At this stage of his argument Marx reviews the changing relation-
ship between state and civil society in various historical periods. His
account derives its basic conceptual assumptions, as well as its
criteria for periodization, from Hegel's Philosophy of History? but
Marx shifts the emphasis from conceptual development to the
specific field of socio-political organization, thus substituting a study
of social development for the Hegelian examination of various forms
of consciousness.

As Hegel saw the Graeco-Roman world as an undifferentiated
substantiality, so Marx characterizes the classical polis—whether
monarchical, aristocratic or democratic—by its lack of a differen-
tiation between the social and the political. Here civil society is
1 Werke, I, 273. Cf. The Critique of the Gotha Programme, Selected Works, 11, 32, for the

suggestion of this discrepancy between the socio-economic structure and political
institutionalization. 2 Werke, 1, 233.

8 G. W. F. Hegel, Vernunft in der Geschichte, ed. J. Hoffmeister (Hamburg, 1955),
pp. 242-57.

19

of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139171410.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Cambridge, on 28 Jan 2021 at 18:13:23, subject to the Cambridge Core terms

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139171410.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


HegeVs political philosophy reconsidered

being wholly subsumed under the state; no political structure
separates and differentiates itself from real, material society and
from the real content of human life. When the political state is just
a form of socio-economic life, of the material state, res public a means
that public life is the real content of individual life. Therefore
anyone whose private life lacks political status is a slave: political
unfreedom means social servitude. The political penetrates all
private spheres and there is no distinction between society and state,
between the private and the public ego, between the sphere of the
individual and the commonwealth.1

The Middle Ages, on the other hand, offer the reverse of this
relationship: here the private sphere, civil society, acquires political
status. Property, commerce, social relations and stratification, even
the private person, become political. Marx says that in feudal times
the power of property is paramount only because the distribution of
private property is a political arrangement. Only in medieval times
is politics an automatic reflection of socio-economic relations; all
other political systems witness a tension between both spheres. This
integration of the political and the social is emerging also from
linguistic usage: the term Stdnde refers both to social stratification
and to political organization.2

Marx's description of medieval Europe echoes some of the
romantic notions prevalent at that period in Germany: Marx feels
that the Middle Ages produced an integrated way of life, in which
' the life of the people was identical with that of the state'; but,
Marx adds, this was so because medieval man was an utterly unfree
individual. If the Middle Ages were a 'democracy', 'they were a
democracy of unfreedom'.3

In modern times, Marx continues, civil society and state appear
to be wholly distinct and differentiated, and hence the consciousness
of alienation is formalized and institutionalized: what was only
latent in earlier periods becomes manifest in modern life. Civil
society is totally emancipated from political limitations; private life,
including economic activity, becomes completely independent of any
1 Werkey I, 234. It is of some interest to compare this view of the polis with Hegel's

description of it in his early writings; cf. Hegels theologische jfugendschrifien, ed. H.
Nohl (Tiibingen, 1907), pp. 219-29.

2 Werke, I, 275-6. 3 Ibid. p. 233.
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considerations relevant to the commonwealth; and all political
restrictions on property and economic activity are abolished.
Economic individualism and laissez faire express this dichotomy
between civil society and state, with human society now fully con-
scious of its alienation and of the division of human life into a
private and a public sphere. The transformation of economic activity
into an aim in itself is both a testimony to, and a condition of, this
alienation of man from the universal contents of his being.

Marx draws two conclusions from this historical account:
(1) The separation of civil society and state, formulated by Hegel

as a matter of principle, is an historical phenomenon occurring at a
given moment. Its causes can be easily analysed and are by necessity
ephemeral.

(2) Since Hegel, however, was unaware of these historical factors,
he did not realize that the ideal, integrated unity of the Middle Ages
has disappeared in modern times and been superseded by the
antagonism between a person's private status and the political
sphere. Oblivious to this historical change, Hegel endeavoured to
re-create this unity by reverting to Stande, but this strategy is
doomed to fail. In modern society, a person's social position does
not automatically affect his political standing—this, at least, is the
theory of post-1789 society; an infringement of the private sphere
by the state is considered a negation of the idea of the modern state.
It is therefore anachronistic to look for the mediation of the Stdnde
in a situation totally different from the medieval unity of state and
civil society. Nineteenth-century ills cannot be cured by fifteenth-
century prescriptions.1

Marx then shows that the shift in emphasis which turned the
political estates into a-political classes occurred in the age of
absolutism, when the traditional estates were stripped of their
political power and meaning and became merely social classes. The
process was completed by the French Revolution which utterly
abolished the formal significance of social stratification in the
political sphere. But the birth of the modern state coincided, accord-
ing to Marx, with the polarization of alienation. Class differences
have now become completely fluid and the principles that define

1 Ibid. pp. 283-5.
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them are decidedly arbitrary: the possession of money and educa-
tion.1

When Marx, in his letter to Ruge, called the modern constitu-
tional state a 'hybrid', he had not yet thoroughly worked out the
theoretical problem; but the expression referred to the Hegelian
solution which tried to use the device of the medieval Stdnde to
overcome the internal contradictions of a society which grew out of
the very decomposition of the Stdnde themselves.

CLASS STRUCTURE AND MODERN SOCIETY

Several insights into modern society can be drawn from Marx's
conclusion that the modern state as conceived by Hegel is the
apotheosis of the alienation of the political from the real social
sphere. If the modern state represents extreme dissociation between
the formal and the material, as well as between man as an indi-
vidualistic abstraction and man as zoon politikon, then Hegel's
attempt at re-association and reconciliation will only make this
disparity more acute.

Thus Hegel states, for example, in Paragraph 302 of the Philosophy
of Right that the Stdnde embody both the consciousness of the state
and the consciousness of the particular social strata. They seem to
achieve, in Hegel's view, a synthesis between the particularism of
civil society and the universality of the state. But in no way, Marx
argues, did Hegel realize this mediation, for no empirical content
can overcome the antagonisms in more than an abstract sense. The
difficulty lies in Hegel's wish to make modern social classes perform
functions which characterized medieval estates. Moreover, Hegel
wants to reverse the casual relationship: if in the Middle Ages the
private nature of the estates determined their public, political
status, Hegel now wishes the public, political sphere to determine
a person's private standing.2 This being so, civil society represented
in the Assembly of Estates gives to particular interests the legiti-
macy of a political universality which is illusory and misleading.
Hence Hegel's state is but a rationalization of the interests of civil
society. Its institutions have only a formal reality; they cover a
situation full of irreconcilable antagonisms.

1 Werke, 1, 276. 2 Ibid. p. 295.
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Marx draws attention to the apparent paradox that the modern
state is itself aware of the unresolved ambivalence in the Assembly
of Estates: every attempt to invest representative assemblies with
real political power creates constant tension between government and
the governed. Consequently the government is always careful to
divest representative assemblies of any real decision-making power.
The proposed resolution of the contradictions is revealed as a sham
and a hoax, and Hegel must acknowledge that subjective freedom,
which he proposed as the premise of modern society, remains purely
formal. What began as an experiment in conflict resolution ends with
the total domination of the individual by the political state, while the
political state can never detach itself from its civil society background:
'The element of the Stdnde is the political illusion of civil society.'1

This failure to resolve contradictions and the resulting double-
talk are apparent, according to Marx, in Hegel's treatment of the
bureaucracy. According to Hegel, the bureaucracy is the universal
class (Paragraph 205 of the Philosophy of Right). On one hand it is
one class of civil society, on the other its business is directed to, and
motivated by, the general interest. It is, in a word, the paradigm of
mediation between the particular and the universal, i.e. between civil
society and the state. Marx, however, holds that the bureaucracy
just uses the name of the common weal to further its own interests.
The bureaucracy represents the practical illusion of the universality
of modern political life, and on account of this Marx calls i t ' theo-
logical' in a Feuerbachian sense. Modern bureaucracy, according to
Marx, is an institutional licence for sectional interests.

This formulation means that according to Marx the bureaucracy
exploits for its own ends the affairs of the community entrusted to
it; affairs of state are made into private patrimony and presented to
the outsiders as a mystique. The apparent idealism of the bureau-
cracy's dedication to the general well-being of society is nothing but
a mask for its own coarse, materialistic ends. Marx's comment on
this is certainly one of the first theoretical confrontations with the
problems involved in a modern bureaucracy:

The bureaucracy has in its possession the affairs of the state, the spiritual
being of society; it belongs to it as its private property. The general spirit

1 Ibid. p. 265.
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of bureaucracy is the official secret, the mystery... Conducting the
affairs of state in public, even political consciousness, thus appear to
the bureaucracy as high treason against its mystery. Authority is thus the
principle of its knowledge, and the deification of authoritarianism is its
credo. But within itself this spiritualism turns into a coarse materialism,
the materialism of dumb obedience.. .As far as the individual bureaucrat
is concerned, the goals of state become his private goals: a hunting for
higher jobs and the making of a career.. .Bureaucracy has therefore to
make life as materialistic as possible... Hence the bureaucrat must always
behave towards the real state in a Jesuitical fashion, be it consciously or
unconsciously.. .The bureaucrat sees the world as a mere object to
be managed by him.1

By converting itself from a means to an end, bureaucracy gives
rise to the fiction of an imaginary state, and side by side with the
real state appears the chimera of perfect bureaucratic dedication to
the body politic: 'The bureaucracy is the illusory state alongside the
real state, it is the spiritualism of the state. Everything has, therefore,
a double meaning: the real and the bureaucratic one.'2 Since it
institutionalizes the inverted nature of the modern state, where
everything, according to Marx, looks different from its true char-
acter, bureaucracy can be abolished only when the state becomes
the real, and not the apparent, general interest. Under present
circumstances, 'bureaucracy identifies the interest of the state with
particular private goals in such a way as to make the interests of the
state into a particular private goal opposed to other private goals'.3

The state is thus degraded to a private interest with others of the
same sort, its claim to universality deprived of justification.

At this stage Marx's view of social classes takes a radical turn.
Because the Critique as a whole remains a rough draft, it is possible
to follow the various stages in the crystallization of Marx's ideas on
the subject. We have seen that according to Hegel the Stdnde were
1 Werke, I, 249-50.
2 Ibid. p. 249; cf. K. Axelos, Marx penseur de la technique (Paris, 1961), pp. 97-101.
3 Ibid. p. 250. It should be remembered that though Marx rejects Hegel's description

of the bureaucracy as the * universal class \ he does not discard the analytical usefulness
of the term itself. The first time that Marx mentions the proletariat in the Deutsch-
Franzosische Jahrbucher, he suggests that the proletariat possesses the attributes of a
universal class. Consequently the Hegelian terms determined Marx's initial interest
in the proletariat. Cf. Early Writings, pp. 55-9.
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meant to mediate between the state and civil society; in fact, Hegel
made a person's private position determine his political status. Even
the etymological background of the term Stand, with the over-
lapping of the socio-economic and the political connotations, em-
phasizes the determination of the political sphere by economic
considerations. Class differentiation becomes for Marx the decisive
factor in the formation of the body politic, although on Hegel's
assumption property relations should be neutralized vis-a-vis the
political sphere.1

As a person's private status is determined in modern society by
his property relations, these relations are now no longer private, as
they should have been according to both the French Revolution and
Hegel's premises. The sphere of private property, i.e. civil society,
now determines politics, and politics becomes a rationalization of
property relations: 'Private status may therefore appear in the
political sphere only as the class differences of civil society. The
class differences of civil society become political differences.'2

Through these considerations Marx sought connections between
property arrangements and political structure, and the Hegelian
context of his ideas can be traced in Marx's later writings on the
subject. For Marx never actually said that the state as such reflected
property relations: his view was that the state's claim to appear as
the general interest could be shown to be a cloak for class interests.
Not the state as it is, but the Hegelian state as it aspires to be—
oriented towards the universal and the general—is a distorted
mirror of civil society. For this reason the core of Hegel's political
theory is never what it seems.

From this determination of the political structure by class dif-
ferences Marx arrived at the dilemma facing that social class which
is marginal to civil society. Following Paragraph 243 of the Philosophy
of Right, Marx calls this class 'the class which stands in immediate
need of work', but he moves beyond what Hegel had said about it
in that work. Marx clearly anticipates his dictum in the Deutsch-
Franzosiscke Jahrbucher that the proletariat is 'a class of civil
society which is not a class of civil society',3 when he says: 'The

1 Werke, 1, 274. 2 Ibid. p. 275.
3 Early Writings, p. 58.
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characteristic thing is only this: the lack of property, and the class
which stands in immediate need of work, i.e. the class of concrete
labour, is less a class of civil society than the basis on which the
spheres of civil society rest and move.'1

This is of immense importance. The 'class of concrete labour' is
not just a marginal phenomenon of modern society. Its existence is
the condition for the functioning of civil society itself; hence an
understanding of modern society presupposes an analysis of the
conditions of the working class. Here, in 1843, the nucleus for
Marx's life work is already clearly visible.

The circle is thus complete: since Hegel's theory ignores the
human subject, it must ultimately reach an institutionalization from
which a whole stratum of human subjects will be excluded. It is only
natural that the modern state should be reduced accordingly to the
private individual isolated from his social context. Empirical man
is torn to pieces between the rival claims of real society and the
pretensions of political idealism:

Civil society and the state are disassociated from one another. The citizen
of the state and the member of civil society are also separated. Man has
to effect an essential schism with himself. As a real member of civil society
he finds himself in a double organisation: the bureaucratic (i.e. the
external formal determination of the other-wordly state, the government,
which does not impinge upon him and his independent reality)—and the
social one, the organisation of civil society. But in the latter he is, as a
private person, outside the pale of the state; as such, it does not impinge
on the political state... In order to behave as a real citizen, to attain
political meaning and actuality, he must get out of civil society, abstract
from his self, withdraw from the whole organisation into his individu-
ality. . .His existence as a citizen is an existence that lies outside his
communal existence, it is hence purely individual.. .The gap between
civil society and the political state appears of necessity as the gap between
the political man, the citizen, and civil society, i.e. his real, empirical
1 Werke, i, 284. It is interesting to compare this with Hegel's own language in Para-

graphs 243-245 of the Philosophy of Right. Marx still uses the traditional Stand to
connote the 'class of concrete labour', whereas Hegel refers to it almost twenty-five
years earlier by the modern term Klasse. It would seem that the reason for this
difference lies in Hegel's acknowledgment of the fact that it would be inconsistent
within his own theory to refer by Stand to a class with no institutional status in
society. Marx, seeking to undo the whole theory of Hegel's Stdnde, is only too happy
to point this out.
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reality; for as a political idealist (Staatsidealist) he is completely torn
from his other, differentiated and opposed actuality.1

If this is so, Marx points out, modern society treats people not
according to their immanent attributes but according to their ex-
ternal connection with social class. One is thus treated as a ' land-
owner', a 'worker', etc., rather than as a human being who happens
to be owning land or physically working. Again, the predicate
becomes the subject: 'Man is not a subject [in modern society], but
is being identified with his predicate, class... This lack of critical
attitude, this mystification, are the riddle of modern constitutions...
as well as of Hegel's philosophy, especially his philosophy of law
and religion.'2

Marx has thus arrived at the discussion of social class and property
purely through a Feuerbachian transformative criticism of Hegel's
political philosophy.

PROPERTY

Marx continues to use Feuerbach's method to show that property
itself inverts the relations between the human subject and the world
of objects. Property, Marx argues, is transformed under Hegel's
hands from an object of the will into a master. In saying that a
person is determined by his class status one really says that man
becomes a predicate of his property. In other words, Marx's first
discussion of property is conducted within the terms of reference of
Feuerbach's method.

Since Marx arrives at this conclusion in a rather roundabout, if
not tiresome and pedantic way, it may be argued that he inflates to
ridiculous proportions a very minor affair. Despite this, his applica-
tion of the transformative method to property is brilliant and the
conceptual consequences are extremely interesting. That Marx
devotes about forty pages to three paragraphs (Paragraphs 305-307)
of Hegel's Philosophy of Right may give some indication of the
nature and scope of the argument.

In these paragraphs Hegel discussed the position of the landed
gentry with entailed estates. In Prussia, as in England, primogeniture

1 Werke, I, 281. 2 Ibid. pp. 286-7.
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as applied to the landed property of the gentry (majoratsherrlicher
Grundbesitz) ensured that the family estate passed in toto from father
to first-born son; the eldest son inherited both the title and the
estate in its entirety, all the other children being excluded from the
inheritance as far as landed property was concerned. By making
the landed estates of the nobility and gentry virtually inalienable by
way of sale, this arrangement prevented the fragmentation of noble
estates and preserved them intact.

Not only was Hegel very much in favour of this arrangement;
but he saw in it an expression of, and a guarantee for, the gentry's
higher ethical conduct. He argued that the entailed estate vests the
property of the aristocracy not in the hands of arbitrary individuals
but in the hands of the family. In Hegel's system the family is the
repository of substantive ethical life; consequently any social group
which makes its property dependent upon the family minimizes the
arbitrary effects civil society has on its members. Possessing property
that can neither be interfered with by the state nor affected sub-
stantially by unexpected market fluctuations, the aristocracy are
unusually fitted to undertake positions in the civil service and in
political leadership. Members of this group could, according to
Hegel, be expected to be far freer than any other section of society
from the habit of reading self-interest into their functions as
servants of the commonwealth.

Marx attacks this view by pointing out that Hegel's preference
for a type of property free from the pressures of civil society and the
state alike contradicted Hegel's earlier definitions of property. By
protecting the noble estate from dependence on the power of the
state and the needs of society, Hegel suggested that the pure con-
cept of property, as maintained in the entailed estate, is isolated
from the social context. Although Hegel initially defined property
as an object to be freely disposed of by its owner, now he seemed to
say that property is totally severed from individual will.1

Furthermore, this severance of entailed property from the social
texture raises an ever deeper problem. The Hegelian state was
initially presented as a universality that mediates the particular
interests; now it seems that the class most suited to ruling the state

1 Werke, I, 303.
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possesses a kind of property * whose social sinews have been cut and
torn out and whose isolation from civil society has become com-
plete'.1 The ethical content thus claimed for the nobility is open to
attack. Hegel says that the nobility's necessary reliance on family
makes its life more ethical; but Marx points out that as a matter of
fact the exact opposite is true for the noble estate. Ultimately en-
tailed property makes nonsense of family solidarity, since none of
the children (with the exception of the eldest son) has any share in
it. In Paragraph 157 Hegel conceives the family as ' the ethical
spirit in its natural and immediate phase', yet he now deprives this
solidarity of any real meaning:

That class founded [according to Hegel] on the family [the aristocracy]
lacks therefore the basis for family life—love as the real, active and deter-
mining principle. It is family life without spirit, the illusion of family life.
In its highest form of development, the principle of private property
contradicts the principle of family.. .This is then the sovereign magnifi-
cence and superiority of private property, landed property, about which
in modern times so many sentimentalities have been uttered and for
whose sake so many multicoloured crocodile tears have been shed.2

By contrasting Hegel's definition of private property in Para-
graphs 65-66 of the Philosophy of Right as alienable and freely dis-
posable by its owner with his later remarks about entailed estates,
Marx shows that the statements are incompatible. Entailed property
determines self-consciousness and the essence of personality. If
property is inalienable, all other properties of man (i.e. personality,
self-consciousness, ethical life and religion) become alienable: 'The
non-transferability of property amounts to the transferability of
free will and ethics.'3

Marx also considers Hegel's ideas about entailed property from
the point of view of the relation between private and public law. In
Paragraph 71, within the context of private law, Hegel defined
property by its transferability and its dependence on the social and
common will. This definition implies that the state may regulate
property and legislate in connection with it. Yet, coming to public
1 Werke, 1, 303.
2 Ibid. pp. 303-4; cf. Economic-Philosophical Manuscripts, Early Writings, pp. 114-15.
3 Werke, 1, 305.
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law, Hegel could not maintain this 'true idealism9 of property. By
becoming inalienable even by its owner, entailed property becomes
absolute, and property turns into a virtual subject. It ceases actually
to be property at all: its owners are themselves transformed into the
property of property. What Marx will call in Das Kapital ' the
fetishism of commodities' appears here for the first time, though
without its later analytical economic and historical context.1

The entailed estate, Marx argues, ceases to be a legal proprietary
institution created by man. Man himself becomes an object of
property, since the absoluteness of the entailed estate has trans-
formed it into an independent subject while degrading man to
property's predicate. Again Marx reverts to the leitmotif of the whole
Critique, to Feuerbach's transformative method:

We have already pointed out how the social nerves of landed property
were cut because of its being inalienable. Private property (landed
property) is secured against the owner's own arbitrary will by having the
whole sphere of arbitrary will turned from a general human into a
specific arbitrary will of private property; private property becomes the
subject of the will, whereas the will becomes a mere predicate of private
property. Private property is no longer a determined object of will: will
is the determined predicate of private property...

Every first-born son is the inheritance, the property, of inalienable
landed property, the predestined substance of its will and its activity.
The subject is the thing and the predicate is the man. The will becomes
the property of property... The owner of entailed landed property
becomes the serf of the landed estate.. .The profundity of Germanic
subjectivity appears everywhere as the roughness of a spiritless objectivity.2

Marx needs this complicated reasoning to show that property
has become man's master. He has reached this conclusion through a
purely philosophical argument, with no reference to social criticism
or economic analysis, and this radical conclusion exposes the whole
Hegelian political structure. The entailed estate should have served
Hegel as an example for the possibility of divorcing politics from
the claims of civil society and property; per contra, this citadel has
proved man's subservience to property sundered from all its social
relations. What Hegel wanted to present as a conditioning factor

1 K. Marx, Capital (Moscow, n.d.), I, 71-83. 2 Werke, 1, 305, 311.
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appears conditioned, and vice versa. The state is not even under the
domination of property-owners, since they themselves are the
fettered slaves of their own property. Maxima libertas, maxima
servitudo.

The state is then an illusion of self-determination—a mystery
that must be deciphered.1 State and property are thus incontestably
shown to be interlocked with one another. Far from being protected
from the claims and pressures of property and civil society, the state
reflects, according to Marx, property relations and class differences
—but in a twisted, distorted and illusory manner. The state's claims
to ignore these forces only obscure reality:

The significance of private property in the political state is its essential, its
true significance.. .The political state is the true mirror of the various
aspects of the concrete state. At its ultimate heights the state turns to be
private property... Instead of making private property into a quality of
citizenship, Hegel makes citizenship into a quality of property-holding.2

Marx sees therefore in the Hegelian state a rationalization of
material reality—an ideology, if one chooses Marx's later language;
or, if one sticks to Marx's usage in the Critique, the state is the
'idealism', the 'spiritualism', of the 'materialism' of real life.
Hegel reached the heights of this contradiction when he had the
naturalistic and accidental fact of a person's birth as the oldest son
of another person make him eligible for political office.3 Hegel
could not disengage himself from this contradiction, and every
attempt he made to base the state on the realization of free spirit
ends by reducing it to contingencies. The state is and remains an
inverted reality, a mystification.

CLASSLESS SOCIETY: 'TRUE DEMOCRACY'
AND COMMUNISM

Marx's verdict on Hegel's political thought also constitutes his sum-
mation of the historical experience of the modern state. It would be
only natural to enquire whether Marx accompanies this with a
positive alternative preferable to the existing arrangements. A
critical essay like the Critique has little scope for a systematic un-

1 Ibid. p. 304. 2 Ibid. pp. 312-16. 8 Ibid. p. 310.
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HegeVs political philosophy reconsidered
folding of a positive solution, yet the few instances in which Marx
does discuss future prospects indicate the direction his thought is
taking. Marx's dialectical method of discourse also suggests that the
critical apotheosis could be very easily turned into a constructive
premise. Since the modern, Hegelian state has been defined as an
inverted reality, reality must be inverted once more by the trans-
formative method: man must be made again into a subject.1

In one of his draft summaries of the same period Marx indicates
what he has in mind. While collecting material for the Critique
during his stay at Kreuznach in July 1843, he summarized some of
Leopold Ranke's studies on the French Revolution. In passing he
remarks that Hegel's way of making predicates into subjects is also
a general trait of Restoration historians, who must always elevate a
chance historical event into a criterion for ultimate reality:

Thus Hegel turns the moments of the idea of the state into a subject and
makes the old political arrangements into a predicate, while in historical
reality things operate always the other way round: the idea of the state
is always a predicate of these arrangements. Thus Hegel only expresses
the general political climate of the period, its political teleology. The same
goes for his philosophic-religious pantheism. All the forms of un-reason
thus become the forms of reason.. .This metaphysics is the metaphysical
expression of the Reaction, of the old world as the truth of the new
world-view.2

Thus applying transformative criticism to a concrete historical
phenomenon endows it with immediate actuality. Such an applica-
tion can actualize Feuerbach's philosophical postulate within the
bounds of history. This becomes clear when Marx says: 'It may be
generally pointed out that the turning of the subject into a predicate
and the predicate into a subject, the inversion of the determining
and the determined, always signifies the next revolution.'3

The method which enables Marx to criticize Hegel is, therefore,
ipso facto the method of revolution, and the social significance of the
revolution is precisely in the fact that a shift in the modes of social
consciousness causes a change in the nature of social relations and
social structure. The suppressed subject, degraded to the status
of a mere predicate, will again become a subject, a free person.

1 Werke, 1, 287. * MEGA, 1, 1/1, pp. lxxiv-lxxv. 8 Ibid. p. lxxiv.
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Hegelian logic, inverted, offers the key to changing the world. This
change can be carried out by nothing less than a revolution, which
will start in the realm of consciousness, i.e. the critique of traditional
philosophy, but will lead directly into the social world. The social
content of this transformative revolution lies in the premise that
human society is not a given datum, but an outcome of human
agency. As society is a predicate, it calls for the activity of the
human subject; what was formerly within the realm of necessity
will become the province of freedom. This revolution assumes that
man and his social activity are one and the same. Man, according to
Marx, is the totality of his social connections, hence emancipated
society is identical with the emancipated self. This self is called by
Marx 'man's communist essence' {das kommunistische We sen des
Menschen) or 'socialized man' (der sozialisierte Mensch).1

Here Marx's logic, anthropology and political sociology meet.
For Marx 'das kommunistische Wesen' is both a criterion for
measuring existing political institutions and a paradigm of future
society. Modern civil society, based on individualism, violates,
according to Marx, man as a social being. Individualism in this
sense implies a model of man as an entity whose social relations are
only a means to his own private ends; it regards individual existence
as man's supreme purpose, and juxtaposes society to the individual
as something external and formal: 'Contemporary civil society is
the consequently realized principle of individualism; individual
existence is the ultimate aim: activity, work, content etc. are mere
means.'2 Such a society cannot, by its very nature, develop a
socialized model of man.

The society which will overcome this 'atomization'3 Marx calls
'democracy', sometimes 'true democracy', and his use of this term
has given rise to the view that in 1843, a t t^e time of the writing
of the Critique, Marx was a radical, Jacobin democrat.4 According
1 Werke, I, 283, 231. Both terms can be traced back to Feuerbach, but he does not place

them within a given historical context. Cf. L. Feuerbach, Kleine philosophischc
Schriften (Leipzig, 1950), pp. 169, 196.

2 Werke, I, 285. 3 Ibid. p. 283.
4 Cf. G. Lichtheim, Marxism (London, 1961), part 11; J. Lewis, The Life and Teaching

of Karl Marx (London, 1965), pp. 31 f.; N. Lapine, 'La premiere critique appro-
fondie de la philosophic de Hegel par Marx*, Recherches internationales a la lumiere
du marxisme, Cahier no. 19.
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to this version, Marx's political solution at that time was democratic,
and only later did communism appear in his writings.

A close inspection of what Marx really said in the Critique about
the nature of 'true democracy' makes it extremely difficult to
sustain this notion. It can be shown clearly that what Marx terms
'democracy' is not fundamentally different from what he will later
call 'communism', and that in any case this 'democracy' is based on
'man's communist essence'. It also follows that the decisive tran-
sition in Marx's intellectual development was not from radical
democracy to communism, any more than it was from idealism to
materialism. Marx moved from an acceptance of Hegel's system to
an immanent criticism of it, since Feuerbach's method necessarily
led him to social criticism. The Critique contains ample material
to show that Marx envisages in 1843 a society based on the abolition
of private property and on the disappearance of the state. Briefly,
the Communist Manifesto is immanent in the Critique of HegeVs
Philosophy of Right.

'True democracy' is for Marx that state of society in which the
individual is no longer juxtaposed against society. He uses the term
'communist essence' for the first time in this context: 'The atomi-
sation into which civil society is driven by its political act is neces-
sarily caused by the fact that the commonwealth (Gemeinwesen)^
the communist essence (das kommunistische Wesen) within which the
individual exists, civil society, is being divorced from the state, or
because the political state is a mere abstraction of it.'1

The many connotations attached to the German word Gemein-
wesen could not have escaped Marx when he used it in this context
to indicate man's universalistic nature. Moreover, the original
manuscript shows that initially Marx used the word Kommuney and
only later did he cross it out and replace it with Gemeinwesen?
Gemeinwesen means both commonwealth in the dual sense of res
publica and republic in the narrower meaning, as well as man's
1 Werke, I, 283.
2 For the textual apparatus, see MEGA, 1, 1/1, p. 496. It seems that Marx preferred

using the Germanic Gemeinwesen to repeating the Romance Kommune in the same
sentence. Compare this with Engels' advice to Bebel in 1875: 'We should therefore
propose to replace state everywhere by Gemeinwesen, a good old German word which
can very well represent the French word "commune"' (Selected Worksy 11, 42).
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common, universal nature and 'commune'. The word can be pre-
dicated on both the body politic and the individual, and as such it
suggests forcefully Marx's idea of an integrated human being who
has overcome the dichotomy between the public and the private
self. If Marx believed that man and society should not be antago-
nistically perceived, he has chosen the right word to denote this
belief.

Marx's philosophical position on 'true democracy' becomes evi-
dent when he postulates it as the state of society where there is no
alienation between man and the political structure. Consequently
Marx characterizes 'democracy' as the paradigm of all forms of
government, in which form and content are identical. The context
makes it clear that any radical, institutional conception of democracy
will be inadequate to express the meaning Marx read into his version
of ' true democracy':

Hegel starts with the state and transforms man into a subjectified state
{versubjektivierter Staat); democracy begins with man and transforms the
state into objectified man (verobjektivierter Mensch). Just as religion does
not create man, but man creates religion, so the constitution does not
create the people, but the people the constitution. In a certain respect
democracy relates to all other constitutions as Christianity relates to all
other forms of religion. Christianity is religion par excellence, the
essence of religion, man who became God as a separate religion. Thus
democracy also constitutes the essence of all forms of political constitu-
tion, the essence of socialised man (des sozialisierten Menschen) as a
special constitution. Democracy relates to all other political constitutions
as the species relates to its varieties... In Democracy the formal principle
is also identical with the material principle. Democracy is thus the true
unity of the universal and the particular.1

The Feuerbachian parallel between Christianity as a paradigm of
religion and democracy as a paradigm of political constitutions is
crucial to the whole argument. If, according to Feuerbach, Chris-
tianity by its historical appearance abolished the need for religion
and was, consequently, self-destroying, so democracy as conceived
by Marx poses the question whether it is not at the same time the
apex and the transcendence (Aufhebung) of the political constitu-

1 Werke, I, 231.
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tion, i.e. of the state. Methodologically, this is the outcome of
Marx's dialectical parallel between Christianity and democracy; he
states it explicitly as well:

In monarchy, for example, [or] in a republic as a mere political constitu-
tion, political man still possesses a separate existence besides non-political
man, the private individual. Property, contract, marriage, civil society
appear here... as separate modes of existence beside the political state, as
the content to which the political state relates as an organising form; it is
really just a determining, limiting, ratiocinating being, sometimes saying
'yes' and sometimes saying 'no', without any content of its own. In
democracy the political state, as it places itself next to this content and
differentiates itself from it, is just a special content as well as a special
mode of existence of the nation. In the monarchy this separate entity, the
political constitution, has the significance of the universal which controls
and determines all the other separate elements. In democracy the state as
a separate element is nothing else, but as the universal it is the real
universal, i.e. not a determined differentiation of the other contents. The
modern French have conceived this so, that in the true democracy the
political state disappears.1

Not only the state disappears: civil society as a differentiated
sphere of private interests disappears as well. This is brought about,
according to Marx, by universal suffrage, which liberates politics
from its dependence on property and civil society.2 Emptied of its
political implications, civil society ceases in fact to exist:

The vote is the actual relation of actual civil society to the civil society of
the legislative power, to the representative element. To put it in another
way: voting is the immediate, direct, not only imagined, but also active
relation of civil society to the political state. It goes without saying that
the right to vote is the main political interest of actual civil society. In
universal suffrage, both active and passive, civil society has really raised
itself for the first time to an abstraction of itself, to political being as its
real universal essential being. But the perfection of this abstraction is also
at the same time the abolition {Aufhebung) of this abstraction. By positing
its political being as its real being, civil society has also shown that its
civil, non-political being is inessential... Within the abstract political
state the reform of the suffrage is hence a claim for the dissolution

1 Werke, I, 231-2. 2 Ibid. pp. 230-1.
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{Aufldsung) of the political state, as well as for the dissolution (Aufldsung)
of civil society.1

This analysis makes sense only within the specific Hegelian usage
of the term Aufhebung. Methodologically, since Aufhebung means
abolition, transcendence and preservation, it is the focus of the
dialectical system. Civil society is aufgehoben in a double sense: it is
abolished and transcended, but at the same time its contents are
preserved (aufgehoben) on the higher level to which it was raised.
The same holds true for the state. Its Aufhebung always meant for
Marx that once its universal nature had been fulfilled, it became
redundant as a separate organization. Hence Marx's demand for
universal suffrage does not draw its arguments from a democratic
or republican radicalism. As indicated above, Marx does not see any
fundamental difference between a monarchy and a republic. For
him the demand for universal suffrage is a dialectical weapon
destined to bring about the simultaneous abolition of the state and
civil society, precisely because it vindicates both of them to the
extreme. The act of the state in granting universal suffrage will be
its last act as a state.

Thus the universal postulate of Hegel's state is realized within a
systematic transformation—one might say Aufhebung—of Hegel's
political philosophy. According to Marx, in Hegelian society class
stands between the person and the universality of the body politic;
if so, man must liberate himself from class to realize himself politi-
cally as a Gemeinwesen. Hegel had thought that the bureaucracy, as a
universal class, would bring this about; Marx rightly pointed out
that universality can be meaningful only if it applies to all, and not
to a particular class.2 To Marx, a class cannot be truly universal
unless it is everybody's class, or—to put it otherwise—unless class
differences disappear. In both cases this is the end of civil society
and the state. Since class is based on property, and property is by
nature differential, the disappearance of class differences depends
upon the disappearance of property as the determinant of status.
That is why Marx postulated universal suffrage. He argued that
1 Ibid. pp. 326-7. In 1845 Marx outlined a book on the modern state which he probably

intended to write. The last chapter was to be called: 'Universal Suffrage: the fight for
the abolition (Aufhebung) of the state and civil society' (Werke, Hi, 537).

2 Werke, 1, 288, 250.
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property is meaningless and ceases to exist once it ceases to deter-
mine status. Once it becomes ineffective from this point of view, it
becomes void and irrelevant. If differentiation ceases to exist, as
universal suffrage implies, so do its criteria.1

'True democracy' means abolishing class differences and property
alike; it does not mean formal, political democracy. Radical,
Jacobin democracy, on the other hand, according to Marx, is a
self-contradictory term. It abolishes what it claims to realize, with-
out being aware of the dialectical relationship involved. As the very
existence of the state is an institutional expression of man's aliena-
tion, this alienation cannot be overcome within the state. This crucial
position of Marx makes it impossible to construe his Critique as a
radical democratic or republican tract. The solution Marx found lies,
dialectically, beyond the state. The effort to realize the state's
universal postulates makes the state itself superfluous; hence it
will be aufgehoben. Republicanism is just an imperfect, formal way
of overcoming alienation. Since it abolishes alienation within the
sphere of alienation, it cannot be Marx's ultimate goal.

'True democracy', as Marx conceived it in the Critique', is
beyond the differentiated realms of both civil society and state; its
realization implies man's 'communist essence'. The realization of
Hegel's political philosophy has been transported to a level which
eliminates the two pillars of Hegelian political philosophy itself,
state and civil society. Man's 'communist essence' is decidedly
incompatible with both civil society and state.2 Appropriately, this
realization of Hegel's postulates is accompanied, by way of the
List der-Vernunfty by their very abolition.

A close inspection of the Critique has shown that Marx arrived
very early indeed—in the summer of 1843—at his ultimate conclu-
sion regarding the Aufhebung des Staats. Marx turned to economic
and historical studies only after his exegesis of Hegel had proved
to him that the economic sphere ultimately determines politics and
makes the Hegelian postulate of the universality of political life into a
mere dream. Marx arrived at this conclusion not through an eco-
nomic or historical study, but by applying Feuerbach's method to
Hegel. He must thus be considered a materialist at this period, and

1 Werke, 1, 253. 2 Ibid. p. 232.
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the dichotomy between a young, 'humanistic', 'idealist' Marx
vis-a-vis an older, 'determinist', 'materialist' Marx has no founda-
tion whatsoever in the Marxian texts themselves. The humanistic
vision of the young Marx was based on a materialistic epistemology.

In an article on 'Progress of Social Reform on the Continent',
published by Engels in November 1843 *n ^ e Owenite paper
New Moral World, this connection between Hegelianism and Com-
munism is very aptly stated. Naming 'Dr Marx' as one of the so-
called 'theoretical communists', Engels says: 'The Hegelian
system appeared quite unassailable from without and so it was: it
has been overthrown from within only by people who were Hegelians
themselves... Our party has to prove that either all the philosophical
efforts of the German nation from Kant to Hegel, have been useless
—worse than useless; or, that they must end in Communism.'1

That this is also the way Marx looked at the place of the Critique in
his own intellectual development can be shown from the two
instances where he referred to it in his later writings.

In the Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political
Economy, Marx says in 1859:

The first work which I undertook for a solution of the doubts which
assailed me was a critical review of the Hegelian Philosophy of Right, a
work the introduction to which appeared in 1844 in the Deutsch-Franzos-
ische jfahrbiicher, published in Paris. My investigation led to the result
that legal relations as well as forms of state are to be grasped neither from
themselves nor from the so-called general development of the human
mind, but rather have their roots in the material conditions of life, the
sum total of which Hegel, following the example of the Englishmen and
Frenchmen of the eighteenth century, combines under the name of
'civil society', that, however, the anatomy of civil society is to be sought
in political economy.2

In 1873 Marx alludes even more directly to the transformative
method he used in the Critique', in the Afterword to the second
German edition of Das Kapital, vol. 1, Marx says:

My dialectical method is not only different from the Hegelian, but it is its
direct opposite. To Hegel, the life-process of the human brain, i.e. the pro-
cess of thinking, which, under the name of 'the idea' he even transforms

1 MEGA, 1, 2, pp. 446, 448. 2 Selected Works, 1, 362.
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into an independent subject, is the demiurgos of the real world, and
the real world is only the external, phenomenal form of 'the Idea'.
With me, on the contrary, the ideal is nothing else than the material
world reflected by the human mind, and translated into forms of thought.

The mystifying side of Hegelian dialectics I criticised nearly thirty
years ago, at the time when it was still the fashion.. .The mystification
which dialectics suffers in Hegel's hands, by no means prevents him
from being the first to present its general form of working in a comprehen-
sive and conscious manner. With him it is standing on its head. It must
be turned right side up again, if you would discover the rational kernel
within the mystical shell.1

Marx in his later years thus vindicated the validity and significance
of the Critique of Hegel he had written when he was twenty-five
years old. Not only is there no 'caesura' between the young and the
old Marx, but the guarantee of continuity has been supplied by Marx
himself.
1 Selected Works, I, 456. For another description of the 'mystificatory' element in

Hegel's dialectics, see Marx's letter to Dietzgen, 9 May, 1868 (Werke, xxxn, 547).
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